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Mexican Chronicles 

By Christophe Aguiton 

The Zapatists, Davos and globalisation 
Tuesday 21 February, early morning 


TV Azteca/ Scenes of Urban life, directly, thanks 
to the helicopters flying over the town. American 
style: various happenings, traffic jams, etc. There, 
the scoop was the direct confrontation of a small 
group of students who were occupying a faculty. A 
pile of chairs and tables served as barricade, and 
about one hundred students and their parents are 
gathered. This is one of many small protests in 
the aftermath of the big strike at the university of 
Mexico, and which suffers from poor support from 
the left. Today the protesters were protesting 
against the expulsion of the leaders of the strike 
from the university. They are accused by the 
authorities of being aggressive towards the 
teachers. 


Wednesday 21 February, morning, first meeting 
with Sergio, from the Zapatist Front, old friend 
and constant militant. 


Astonished, coming here. A new _ president, 
Vincente Fox, PAN’s candidate, right-wing pro- 
American and_ reactionary, inheritor of the 
counter-revolutionary “cristeros”, is making 
approaches to the zapatistes that would never 
have been made by PRI, the “Institutional 
Revolutionary Party”, in power for more than 60 
years. The left, is weakened by its defeat at the 
presidential elections, and constitutes a very weak 


social movement, and at the same time the 
Zapatistes are enjoying great popularity. Mexico is 
a country where revolution is always present, 
portraits of Sapata and de Villa are sold 
everywhere, and they longest avenue in the world 
-more than 100 kilometres - bears their name, 
“los Insurgentes” ie the insurgents . Mexico is, like 
France, a country where emotions can crystalise 
very quickly to a political crisis. That prospect is 
far off at the moment, and if one has the 
impression that peace is within easy reach, it is 
because different political projects happen to 
coincide. From the zapatists’ point of view, the 
question is to take into account the gap between 
the indigenous movement that is on the rise, but 
in which the zapatists are only one component, 
and the rest of the social movement. The peasant 
movements are divided and weak, the urban 
movement, very powerful in the 80’s, is now in 
the middle of a crisis, and the independent trade 
unions have difficulties in emerging in the face of 
the “charro” bureaucracy of the CTM, the Mexican 
workers Trade Unionl. The march is centred on the 
indigenous zones and the dates have been 
chosen to allow a meeting between the Zapatists 
and the national indigenous congress, which is 
holding its third congress and expects 15 000 
delegates, representing all the indigenous peoples 
of the country. The demands of the zapitists follow 
the same logic: they are centred on applying the 
agreements of San Andres. This means obtaining 
more autonomy for the indigenous communities. 
It's a double game for Vincent Fox. First he has to 
reconstruct the political landscape, dominated 
today by PRI, and in crisis. Fox does not want to 
give too much weight to PAN, which lies too far to 
the right, and he prefers the good old bonapartist 
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recipes, or the Latin American caudilism. An 
agreement with the zapatists would balance the 
political image he has after the meeting with 
George Bush, during which the two men 
proclaimed that they had reached profound 
agreement. But he has also has long term options 
to consider. During the past twenty years two 
zones of conflict have torn Latin America: the 
Andean world from Peru to Colombia, and Central 
America, from Panama to south Mexico. It is the 
latter that Fox wants to stabilise, in agreement 
with the American authorities. One of the principal 
projects of his program is the economic 
development of the region, through’ the 
establishment of free zones and development of 
communications. The aim is to bring the 
“Maquilladoras” further south, by using the low 
wages in the region, and thus to create growth 
that could stabilise Central America in the long 
term. This project also requires an end to the 
conflict with the Chiapas. 


Wednesday 21 February. Afternoon 


Hector from CILAS, a research institute for trade 
union issues, had asked me if | would be ready to 
take part in a debate at “Reforma” one of the 
main dailies in the country. It would be a very 
formally organised debate, filmed and produced 
for distribution on the Internet parallel to the issue 
of the newspaper. We were three on our side: 
Santiago had joined us. He represents the young 
radical movement called 26th of February, after 
the date on which the American session of the 
World Economic Forum is to meet at Cancun. On 
the other side were the Davos people. On this 
occasion, Claudia Gonzales, press relations, and 
Jose Maria Figuerez, former president of Costa 
Rica, and at present in charge of missions both at 
the UN and at Davos, where he runs the “Agency 
for a global agenda”. In the debate Jose Maria 
Figuarez used the usual rhetoric of the heads of 
international institutions: “we must recognise that 
there are many deficiencies in the present 
process...large investments must be made in the 
social arena... we must make a great effort with 
environmental issues...”. All this without once 
saying how this could be done, and without ever 
asking if the price of putting these preoccupations 
into practise was compatible with “global 
liberalism”. The amazing thing was how the 
debate was conducted. We soon realised that the 
idea of this debate was not hatched at “Reforma”, 
which is owned by the “Monterrey Group”, one of 
the largest financial groups in Mexico, but that it 
came from the World Economic Forum. They are 
seeking dialogue, on this occasion but also in the 


future. We did n’t manage to find out if they had 
found the wrong clients - perhaps they thought 
that they had in front of them some NGO’s 
enchanted by being allowed into the game by 
being invited to Cancun - or were they in fact 
expressing a new orientation, different from that 
expressed at Davos, where we were described as 
people “without any ideas, only good for breaking 
windows”. Hector proposed a new debate, at 
Cancun, in a neutral arena, a newspaper or TV, in 
the presence of all the press. So we'll see soon 
enough what they are up to. 


Wednesday 21 February, evening. 


Meeting of the representatives of the FZLN groups 
from the capital, with Sergio and Javier, leaders of 
the front. The discussion is around a single 
question: the organisation of the support system 
for the march. Lots of ideas, local initiatives all 
over the place, specially for Sunday the 25th, the 
day the march leaves San Cristobal las Casas. But 
at the same time nothing about the sheer size of 
the place, about 25 million inhabitants. As if it was 
a question of preparing to catalyse a much greater 
movement which will show itself when the march 
reaches the capital. Between the 25th of February 
and the 11th of March is the date of arrival: the 
3rd of March, a huge concert for peace, which 
Sergio thinks he can _ transform into a 
demonstration of support for the zapatists. 


Thursday 22 February, early 


TV Azteca. Every quarter of an hour, a spot “for 
peace”. Two initiatives, organised by the two 
principal private chains of the country, TV Azteca 
and Televisa. A giant signature campaign, people 
signing the simple appeal “peace is possible, if we 
all want it at the same time”; the signatures are 
being gathered in shops and the outlets of large 
distribution chains and private enterprises. And 
another concert, just as big, the 3rd of March, at 
the Aztec stadium, with the same appeal. 


TV Azteca. In the almost uninterrupted flood of 
advertising, one bit is worth noting. An archive 
film shows Marcos discussing with “Tacho”, a 
Zapatiste commander, and one concludes: why 
are they coming to Mexico City ? To rush 
immediately to shop X, of course! 


Thursday 22nd February in the morning 
“Reforma” opens with Ignacio Loyola, governor of 


the state of Queretaro, who calls Marcos “coward” 
and refuses to allow the march to come into his 
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state. This is one of the knots in the situation. The 
constitution. must be changed if the demands of 
the zapatists are to be acceded to, and this 
requires the agreement of 2/3 of the elected 
representatives. If the Foxs intentions are clear, 
and if he is supported by the great financial 
groups of the country - and probably by 
“everyone who is someone” internationally (Jose 
Maria Figueres will outdo himself with praise on 
his account), the caciques ( ie authorities and 
indian leaders).still have to be convinced. They 
are many, in PAN, which reproaches Fox for the 
small amount of space he has left them with, and 
in the PRI, which is in the middle of its own crisis, 
but where some people would take pleasure in 
seeing Fox getting involved in an endless conflict 
with indigenous communities. The campaigns of 
TV Azteca and Televisaare are eaasier to 
understand in this context. Their purpose is to 
decrease the space which the authorities can use 
while at the same time putting pressure on the 
Zapatists to sign peace quickly, even if they have 
to accept compromises and retreat from the 
agreements at San Andres. 


Thursday 22nd February, the whole day. 


Meeting of an international seminar on the theme 
“trade unionism and globalisation”. Apart from the 
interest of the personal meetings which can take 
place at this kind of seminar, this one enabled one 
to touch on one of the principal difficulties that the 
Zapatists will meet after the 11th of March and the 
signing of the peace treaty. 


The Mexicans who were present at the seminar 
were, mostly, militants from the UNT, the National 
Workers’ Union, which groups the most important 
independent unions in the country. The most 
important of these is the telephone workers union, 
whose leader J uarez was until recently a member 
of PRI. Then there is the “SME”, the electricians of 
the Mexico City, who have led a long fight against 
privatisation of their company, then a whole series 
of unions, of which FAT the “Authentic Workers 
Front” is the oldest independent confederation. 


Even if they are all convinced of the damage 
caused by global liberalisation, it is clear that 
Mexican unionism has not yet entered the global 
cycle of struggle which left the ground at Seattle. 
There was no common front with the student 
strikes of 1999 and 2000, and their relation to 
Zapatism is ambiguous. Thus, while the requests 
to meet Marcos and the Zapatists after the 11th of 
March stream in on all sides, including from the 
employers, it has been difficult to make advances 


of this kind from the unionism. A letter has been 
sent from San Cristobal de las Casa, but without 
the signatures of the telephone operators and the 
SME! 


While the meeting between the zapatists and the 
indigenous movement appears to have been 
attained, everything is going to be much more 
difficult for the rest of the social movement. The 
FZLN, themovement which formed in the whole of 
Mexico after the Zapatist rebellion, ought to 
undergo a radical change and leave its principal 
role - supporting the Chiapas - if it wants to help 
in the construction of a social movement. Unless 
new structures or new forms of organisation 


spring up. 


Any way, the insertion of the zapatists in the 
construction of the emerging international 
movement against liberal globalisation — will 
facilitate synergies and alliances within Mexico 
itself. This will be both practical and physical, 
because on the level of signification, it needs not 
to be made any more. The zapatists became the 
precursors of the “global movement” when they 
chose the date of January 1994 to launch their 
insurrection: - the very day of the proclamation of 
ALENA, the North American free trade zone, with 
the double aim of the defence of Indian identity 
and the international struggle against neo- 
liberalism. 


Friday 23rd February, end of the morning 


Over to Zocala, the great square of Mexico, for the 
departure of the buses leaving for the march. Lots 
of Italians - 300 of them - Spaniards and a few 
dozen Frenchmen, including two militants from 
AC! and one from SUD. It is confirmed that they 
are all going to -San Cristobal and that no Italians 
are going to Cancun to take part in the 
demonstrations against Davos in America. 


Friday 23rd afternoon 


TV Azteca. A talking head announces the security 
measures for Cancun: 1600 from the “Preventive 
Forces”, a newly created police corps, 30 fighting 
dogs, 100 vehicles, 3 helicopters and one plane. 


Then there is a long passage about the foreigners 
who are taking part in the demonstrations. They 
must avoid all political action, but, the interviewee 
assures us that “our agents have _ identified 
foreigners who might demonstrate. To the best of 
my knowledge we are 2 “foreigners” who are to be 
present at Cancun, the other one being Gustavo, a 
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Paraguayan who lives in Brazil and represents 
CUT, the immense central area of Brazil! 


Actually the foreigners who are particularly aimed 
at, are the Italians from Ya Basta that in Italy is 
also part of the “Tutti Blanco” that was at Prague 
and Nice and that here have become, without 
anyone knowing why, the “white monkies”. 


Friday 23rd, beginning of the evening 


Meeting with the representative in Mexico of the 
Financial Times, he is very interested in the 
contacts between Davos and the anti-globalisation 
militants, who are known here as “globophobics” 
(ie against the globalisation). Admittedly the 
outlook of Davos people, and more globally, the 
international high-ups has changed several times 
during the last year. 


At Seattle the economic press gave the tone: : 
the grouping of unions, environmentalists and 
young radicals was too heterogeneous to last. Two 
months later, at the 2000 session at Davos, it was 
realised how large the movement was, and the 
tone changed “we need a dialogue, we have to 
listen to these demonstrators” even if these nice 
words have not had any effect yet. 


During the whole summer of 2000 this orientation 
becomes clearer and the UN gave the tone when it 
created ‘Global Compact”, a structure which 
unites around the secretary general, Kofi Annan, 
the representatives of civil society, NGO’s and 
also the multinationals... This could be one way of 
sorting the NGO’s from the movements, but also a 
way of allowing a margin for manoeuvre in the 
face of sovereign states, and in particular the 
government of the United States of America. 


Davos 2001 followed this trend. There was 
debate, yes, but in the framework decided upon 
by the World Economic Forum. All the rest, the 
demonstrations at Davos and the participation in 
World Social Forum at Port Allegro, is outside the 
field of play. The television debate organised by 
Article Z www.madmundo.tv was thus refused by 
Davos, which was so petty as to disacredit 
journalists of this agency! 


The success of Port Allegre and_ the 
disproportionate display of the military force at 
Davos to “protect” the WEF has weakened this 
orientation. 


Well, we'll see what happens at Cancun! 


Friday 23rd, evening 


TV Azreca, just like the other tv channels, shows 
Vincent Fox again and again, saluting the 
departure of the zapatist march, insisting on how 
important the indigenous question is for the 
government, but reminding that peace must be 
signed quickly! 


Saturday 24th 


Arrival at Chiapas. A journey which makes it 
possible to affirm that wars and the conflicts are a 
powerful force for speeding up the construction of 
roads and other means of communications... And 
an opportunity to visit San Cristobal de las Casa, a 
charming little colonial town. 


Today the 20 commandants of the EZLN who are 
going to organise the march are going to gather. A 
big meeting is being organised at the Zocala, the 
cathedral square. Probably about 10 000 people, 
of whom half come from the town, the rest from 
Mexico City, and the international delegations But 
the other half, which compels respect and 
emotion, come from the zapatista support bases. 
They come in a long caravan of lorries. It is night, 
the column stops and rests for more than an hour. 
The thousands of Indians, men, women and 
children all wear balaclavas, they stay in the 
lorries, in total silence, look at those who are 
there to welcome them with a timidity which is 
reciprocated. They all have rucksacks: enough to 
eat and sleep where they are, in the street, to 
greet the departure of the caravan the next 
morning. Many hours late the meeting gets 
started. 


It begins with a communiqué: the 20 zapatist 
delegates will be 21. Fernando Yanez, an 
architect, will join the commanders, and he will 
meet all the delegations that want to come into 
contact with the zapatists, particularly the 
members of parliament. 


Fernando Yanez is known in the Mexican left. He 
comes from Monterrey and is the brother of César, 
the founder of the FLN, which is the ancestor of 
the EZLN. César was killed in combat in the 70’s. 
Fernando was arrested for collaboration with EZLN 
in 1995, but was liberated some months later, and 
he had disappeared from the scene till today. His 
nomination to the post shows that the EZLN 
means to control all the process of negotiation 
which will start on the 11th of March. 
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The other strong moment of the meeting is the 
handing over of the commander’s baton to 
Marcos. It is an Indian tradition by which a people 
give a mandate for representing them. One of the 
things at stake on the march is how many of these 
batons will be given to the EZLN as it advances on 
Mexico City. 


Sunday 25th at 7 o’clock 


The march leaves San Cristobal. At the outskirts 
of the town thousands of Indians acknowledge the 
departure of their representatives. 


Sunday 25th 11 o’clock 


The caravan arrives at Tuxtla, the capital of the 
Chiapa state. Thousands of people, perhaps 5 
thousand, are looking out for the busses, in an 
avenue that has been closed for traffic a few hours 
previously. After the police cars and the press the 
car of the commanders is the first to arrive. The 
crowd presses against the window where Marcos 
greets the crowd. There are no more support 
groups, the only ones present, before the arrival 
of the foreign delegates, are the inhabitants of 
the town. Two kinds of people side by side. 
Militant pro-zapatists, a few hundreds, but worked 
up, and a crowd which has come to see, the 
curious, but specially militants or former militants, 
unionists, or members of left wing parties. They 
applaud when Marcos names their union or their 
social organisation, but they don’t shout in rhythm 
E:Z:L:N:, pronounced é, zeta, el, ene, as do the 
young militants. But they are there, to look at this 
first stage of the journey and one feels that the 
Zapatists are gaining the first round, that of 
mobilisation. 


Sunday 25th February, beginning of the evening 


Arrival at the park in the centre of Cancun, where 
the Forum of social alternatives is to be held. 
Hundreds of people have’ gathered: the 
representatives of RMALC, “the Mexican Network 
for Struggle Against Free Trade”, the organised 
militants of Cancun and many young people from 
here and from Mexico City. The latter arrived by 
bus in the afternoon. This journey was lengthened 
by the obstruction of the police: the busses were 
blocked for 4 hours by police blocks where a lot of 
things were removed, papers, books, food, even 
shoes! Added to the tension due to tiredness and 
the pressure from the police are the political 
problems. The large majority of the young people, 
organised in the 26th of February movement or 
the Civil Disobedience Network, insist that their 


actions be peaceful, while other groups want to 
show their muscles. The debate lasted most of the 
night! 


Sunday 25th February, late in the evening 


The World Economic Forum has finally accepted 
the organisation of a public debate with 
Alternative Forum. It only remains to fix the terms 
and venue, which we set about doing with Claudia, 
from WEF. The debate will be held on Tuesday the 
27th from 7.40 to 9.00, in a neutral venue, 
restaurant or hotel, at an equal distance from the 
centre of the town from where we are and the 
hotel where the WEF are meeting. The moderator 
will be a journalist from Mexican television known 
for the quality of his mediation. There will be five 
people on each side; the debate will have as its 
theme the question of development, and it will 
take place in Spanish. The only question 
remaining is the presence of the television teams: 
the debate will be open to the press, but WEF 
does not want cameras, as cameras might 
embarrass the members of the panel on their side 
who are not accustomed to media! Finally an 
agreement is reached and the tv journalists will be 
there without their cameras, except at the end of 
the debate where conclusions will be presented by 
both sides. This will be televised. 


Monday 26th February. Early in the morning 


A walk around the hotel to see what the police are 
up to. It’s an opportunity to see Cancun: a city 
centre and a zone of hotels which stretches out on 
a narrow strip of land, on one side the sea., 
though one never sees it, because it is hidden by 
hotels, and on the other side a lagoon. The WEF 
hotel is right at the end of the hotel strip, more 
than 15 kilometres from the city centre. The 
presence of the police is discrete, no risk. There 
are four of us: Hector from CILAS and RMALC, 
Gustavo from Brazilian CUT and Ana, an actress 
from Mexican soap opera, in case the police 
should intervene she is so famous could probably 
help to calm them down. Ana is the star of a 
recent soap opera. which tried to be innovative by 
introducing political and social problems. Not 
enough for her taste, a fact that caused a rupture 
was the cause of much discussion in the country. 
Mexican soaps lie far after the lead of their 
Brazilian competitors. In Brazil the last episode of 
the most popular soap was changed: Rai, a former 
football player from Paris St Germain, made his 
appearance, ending the show with ” as for me, | 
am one of those who think that another world is 
possible.” End of the series! 
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Christophe Aguiton. ATTAC France international 
groupe. attacint@attac.org 

Translation: Anne Shalit. Volunteer translator 
coorditrad@attac. org 








A Floodgate Opens in Denmark 
By Kenneth Haar 


ATTAC Gets a Firm Grip in the Second 
Scandinavian Country 


The place was crawling with people. More than a 
thousand of them. Several hundreds more would 
have appeared if the space had allowed it. Had 
anyone said three months ago that a meeting to 
set in motion the formation of a Danish ATTAC 
would lift of in such a spectacular way, she would 
have been made a fool of. 


This was the first national meeting on ATTAC. It 
took place on the premises of a school in 
Copenhagen on the 24th of February. It was the 
culmination of a process that took off the 20th of 
December when the Danish daily “Information” 
called for a Danish ATTAC in an editorial. The 
editorial was followed up by a large number of 
articles on ATTAC and on a few of the issues at 
the centre of ATTAC’s concern. Slowly it spread to 
other media and slowly it was to become clear 
that "Information” had indeed struck a nerve. At 
the first meetings during the second week of 
February 300 people appeared in Copenhagen, 
270 in Aarhus, 50 in Aalborg and 150 in Odense. 
Considering the size of the country -just over 5 
million inhabitants- and the recent decreasing 
support of social movements and NGO's, the 
ATTAC ouverture was overwhelming. It reminded 
of ATTAC in Sweden that burst into the scene in 
the beginning of February with more than 2.000 
members before the formal founding of the 
organisation. 


On the offensive 


The role of the media in the formation-process 
was important. Some would even say that it was a 
creation of the media. That would definitely be 
wrong. Had the basis for ATTAC not been present, 
the effort of "Information” would have been futile. 
Most would agree that for some time has been up 
for building a movement against neoliberal 
globalisation and that being part of a global 
movement is particularly attractive for the ones 
who are now building ATTAC-Denmark. 


Not surprisingly the political debate on ATTAC has 
been centered on the Tobin Tax. Here as 
elsewhere the Tax has proved to be effective in 
the sense that the opponents are having a very 
hard time justifying their opposition. They have 
been put on the defensive. In the words of the 
editor of “Information”; "Now they are the ones 
who are "against”. They are the ones who are 
angry”. 


Even the government 


ATTAC has been welcomed by a broad political 
spectrum. The social-democratic Danish Prime 
Minister has welcomed at least the Tobin Tax and 
the Danish minister for energy and environment 
welcomed ATTAC and used the opportunity to 
launch a remarkably positive statement about the 
protestors in Seattle. 


The positive reaction of some ministers reflects 
among other things the big interest among the 
constituencies of the two parties in government. 
Not least among social-democratic trade unionists 
does ATTAC seem to be able to get significant 
support. 


It could also be argued that powerful political 
players are trying to embrace ATTAC in order to 
get more influence on the movement. Leading 
figures from ATTAC-Sweden have explained at a 
meeting in Copenhagen that they have been met 
with both a very agressive anti-ATTAC campaign 
and with an almost too sweet welcoming from 
political circles close to goverment. 


Counter-ATTAC 


The success of ATTAC-Denmark fostered a quick 
response from neoliberal politicians, some _ of 
whom took up an idea from Sweden and set up a 
Counter-ATTAC initiative. As in Sweden Counter- 
ATTAC published pictures of some of the known 
figures from ATTAC-Denmark alongside with J org 
Haider, Jean-Marie Le Pen and José Bové. The 
message was_ predictable: ATTAC is a 
protectionist, nationalist and even _ violent 
movement. 


Some of the people in the Danish movement felt 
obliged to defend ATTAC by saying that ATTAC is 
"not against free trade”, but most people actually 
welcomed the emergence of Counter-ATTAC. It 
became another opportunity to get the message 
through in the media, and in general the 
performance of Counter-ATTAC on television and 
on the radio was favourable to ATTAC. 
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Moving without a structure 


ATTAC-Denmark does not yet exist. It doesnt 
have a political platform nor a structure. For now 
it is only a lot of people who have set out to form 
an organisation some time in the near future. And 
among them very different opinions exist on what 
ATTAC-Denmark should be like. The meeting on 
the 24th of February was not supposed to take 
ATTAC very far in a formal sense. Even so, a 
number of local groups immediately threw 
themselves into an existing campaign against the 
Danish pharmaceutical industry. Two Danish 
companies, Novo and Lundbeck, are suing the 
government of South Africa for allowing import of 
cheap HIV-AIDS medicine from Brasil. In focus is 
of course, the TRIPS-agreement. Many people 
from ATTAC-Copenhagen - though it doesn’t exist- 
will be mobilising for a demonstration against the 
two companies for the next ten days. 


In general the experience hitherto points to a 
need for an ATTAC-Denmark with a large degree 
of autonomy for the local branches. And it may be 
cautiously concluded as well that existing 
organisations will be rejected if they try to force 
through their own particular agenda on ATTAC. 
And considering the diversity of views represented 
by people in ATTAC, the process has been 
civilised. A new dialogue on sensitive issues could 
emerge. 


Where will it end? 


But none really knows where this will end. It will 
take some months before ATTAC-Denmark is 
formed. The next step will be a big seminar on 
some of the main ATTAC-issues in April. Many of 
the people who have been attracted to ATTAC still 
feel very uncertain about the basics, such as the 
Tobin Tax, and need to study and reflect for a 
while. 


A big question that remains is the _ political 
platform. In Denmark ATTAC has become famous 
mainly as the proponent of four demands; 1. The 
Tobin Tax 2. Closure of tax havens 3. Cancellation 
of third world debt 4. Pension funds should invest 
ethically. 


Most ATTAC-people elsewhere would probably 
agree that ATTAC is a lot more than these four 
demands. How the rest of the platform and the 
profile of ATTAC-Denmark is to be formed and 
what it will be like, remains to be seen. However 


after the spectacular offset none doubts that a 
movement is about to be born in this country. 


Kenneth Haar is one of the organizer of ATTAC in 
Denmark. 


Globalization, FTAA Becomes an Issue 
on Campus 


By Jennifer C. Berkshire 


Every spring, thousands of American college 
students head south for a week of sun and surf. 
But while Fort Lauderdale and Padre Island are 
still the most popular destinations, the spring 
break hot spot this year is actually north of the 
border - in Quebec City. Hundreds of students 
from the Northeastern US are expected to make 
the trek to the walled city in April as part of a 
major protest against the Free Trade Area of the 
Americas agreement. Thousands more will 
participate in related events - from teach ins to 
rallies - on their own campuses. 


A trade agreement may seem like an unlikely 
issue to stir student passions. The North American 
Free Trade Agreement, after all, was passed in 
1994 with little if any student opposition. But in 
the ensuing years, a student-led movement 
against sweatshops has transformed politics on 
campus. Thanks to the anti-sweatshop activists, 
campuses across the country are seeing more 
activism than they’ve seen since the anti- 
apartheid days of the 1980's. 


The new activism, says political economist Mark 
Brenner, is increasingly economic in focus. “The 
intersections between the economy and other 
issues have become much more important for 
student activism.” Brenner, a researcher at the 
University of Massachusetts, argues that once 
students begin focusing on international problems 
like sweatshops, it’s only a matter of time before 
trade policy emerges as a target. “This is an area 
where you can really see the direct links between 
injustices and neo-liberal economic policies.” 


The anti-sweatshop movement hit university 
campuses in 1997, after several students who had 
interned with UNITE, the union representing 
textile and apparel workers, took their labor 
experience back to Duke University in North 
Carolina. While their cause was global, the 
students picked a very local target: clothing - 
hats, sweatshirts, and more - bearing their 
university’s logo. They then pressured Duke to 
pass a code of conduct requiring that 
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manufacturers of the school’s apparel respect the 
right of workers to unionize. They succeeded, and 
within months, students on other campuses were 
waging similar battles. 


The students have since formed a_ national 
organization - United Students Against 
Sweatshops - and now claim 175 chapters at 
schools across the country. In addition to the 
activist group, the students have also teamed up 
with labor and human rights activists to form the 
Workers’ Rights Consortium, a monitoring 
organization set up to _ investigate worker 
complaints. The WRC recently made headlines by 
revealing reports of worker abuse at the Kuk-Dong 
garment factory in Atlixco, Mexico. Responding to 
allegations of low wages, forced overtime and 
physical abuse at the plant, the group sent a 
delegation to the plant, which makes clothing for 
US universities and counts Nike as its biggest 
customer. “The student anti-sweatshop movement 
is proving that global solidarity is not just a lovely 
idea,” says journalist Liza Featherstone, who is 
writing a book about the movement. “Corporations 
like Nike know that and they’re very scared.” 


If the anti-sweatshop movement has made it 
harder for corporations like Nike to conduct 
business as usual, it has also encouraged students 
to think about the economic context in which 
sweatshops thrive. In the past, an interest in 
questions economic by American university 
students was limited to two fairly small and 
distinct groups: the anti-capitalists and the 
fervently pro-business right wing camp. Students 
today are still polarized, says Dave Monahan, a 
senior at Tufts University outside of Boston, but 
the nature of the division has changed. “There are 
plenty of good corporate-friendly consumers out 
there among today's youth. But there are a lot of 
younger people who are discontented as well.” 


Monahan thinks that a significant segment of his 
generation has been pushed into the left by ‘over- 
marketing,’ the seemingly endless stream of 
brand-names, logos, and product images that is 
aimed even at very small children. “It leaves kids 
very little space to breathe, to try to form their 
identities. They are told that no matter what they 
think they are, there is a lifestyle package out 
there already waiting.” Most young activists, 
concludes Monahan, are only loosely ideological. 
“They tend to know only that there is a lot wrong 
that nobody is doing anything about, and the ones 
who seem to be in charge are huge multinational 
corporations.” 


For thousands of students and young activists, 
that wariness, distrust, even hostility towards 
corporations crystallized in Seattle a year and a 
half ago. Suddenly, the enemy had a name - 
several, in fact: the WTO, the IMF, the World 
Bank, free trade and corporate- driven 
globalization. The activists’ critique isn’t perfect; 
they tend to blame corporations for everything 
from environmental devastation to police brutality, 
exempting the state from any responsibility. Still, 
their message - that corporations have too much 
power over our lives, our labor and our world - 
has proved irresistible to a growing movement of 
young people. 


At the beginning of April, anti-sweatshop activists 
and student labor activists plan to join forces, 
participating in a national day of action in support 
of workers’ rights and against corporate greed. 
The date, April 4, marks the 33rd anniversary of 
the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Meanwhile, students up and down the East Coast 
have begun to gear up for ‘Operation Quebec 
City.’ From Harvard to the University of 
Connecticut, they’re holding teach-ins, civil 
disobediance trainings, and workshops’ on 
economic inequality. 


The students’ biggest concern isn’t being sprayed 
with tear gas, though, but whether they'll be able 
to get across the border at all. Rumors have been 
rife for months that border police plan to turn 
back globalization activists. So the students have 
a back-up plan: they'll gather at so-called 
‘convergence centers’ in Maine, Vermont and New 
York State to protest the closing of the border. 
Besides, they say, keeping them out just proves 
their point: free trade has more to do with 
eliminating borders for capital than for people. 


But whether they succeed in physically crossing 
the border or not, the students have already 
accomplished a great deal. In just a few years, 
these activists have managed to put companies 
like Nike on the defensive about working 
conditions in their factories. They’ve learned how 
to ‘talk trade,’ educating themselves on the inner 
workings of international financial institutions. 
Many even credit them with re-energizing the 
American labor movement. 


As important as students are to the anti-corporate 
globalization movement, though, activist Kitty 
Giannini cautions against overstating their role, or 
indeed that of any of the particular forces that 
make up the whole. “There is something different 
about the movement that is taking shape right 
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now,” she says. “It is not just a youth movement 
or a labor movement, it is a global movement, 
fighting against the extreme injustices caused by 
total corporate domination.” Giannini plans to be 
part of that global movement when she travels to 
Quebec City in April. She hopes that you'll be 
there too. 


WTO Tidbits 


1)Bilateral free trade treaties are proliferating at 
the expense of the US 


This is revealed by a recent report of the Business 
Round Table, which expresses concern and 
demands that the US government adopt a more 
aggressive policy. 


11% of world exports are covered by US Free 
Trade Agreements, the figure being 33% for the 
European Union. 


Where bilateral investment treaties are concerned, 
the United States comes 26th on the world scale, 
with 43 of these treaties against 909 for the 
European Union. 


Mutual Recognition Agreements to harmonize 
norms could thus disadvantage American products 
when and if agreements are unfavourable to 
them. The new American Trade Representative 
warns that the US would become more active in 
promoting bilateral agreements if negotiations for 
the Free Trade Area of the Americas - still a 
priority for President Bush - did not make better 
progress. 


The US could thus lose the opportunity to 
influence the future of multilateral trade. The first 
necessity is for a national consensus around the 
policies to be implemented, especially on the 
social and environmental norms which would need 
to be included under the influence of trade unions 
and ecologists. 


2)The problems linked to social and environmental 
norms are at the heart of concern for American 
trade interests 


Rather than imposing sanctions on countries with 
no policies in these areas, one of the options 
proposed by the Americans would consist in 
lowering tariffs on products conforming to such 
policies. Other options would provide for 
clarification of the relationship between WTO rules 
and multilateral agreements on the environment, 
so as to make sure they do not run counter to 


each other. And also to strengthen the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), but 
without giving support to the idea that the ILO 
could impose commercial sanctions. 


The initiative for the options comes from the 
National American Manufacturers, the National 
Foreign Trade Council and the American Council 
for International Business. But not from the 
American Chamber of Commerce, which is 
completely opposed to the inclusion of social and 
environmental topics in debates on Trade. For its 
part, the Business Round Table (the lobby of 
multinational companies) recognizes that 
globalization requires environmental questions to 
be taken into account in shaping trade policies, 
and considers that "to respond to these pressures 
[of the environmentalists] should be one of the 
major tasks of both government and the business 
world in the current year." It remains critical, 
however, of taking environmental problems 
directly into account in trade agreements like 
those concluded in the context of the WTO. In 
these cases, it says, protection of the 
environment is liable to be a pretext, the hidden 
agenda being to prohibit trade; it would be better 
to promote multilateral environmental agreements 
[independant of the WTO, like the Montreal 
Protocol] to ease pressure on the WTO, which 
should not become a forum for environmental 
questions. 


3)The American pharmaceutical industry : Bush's 
hidden treasure chest 


Among the innumerable pressure groups buzzing 
round Washington from White House to Congress, 
none is as powerful and aggressive as the 
Pharmaceutical Research & Manufacturing 
Association (PhRMA), which has _ astronomical 
financial means and 297 lobbyists - one for every 
2 members of Congress! During the recent 
elections, the PhRMA accorded 70% of its electoral 
war chest to Republican Party candidates. Now 
that these occupy the White House and dominate 
Congress, the PhRMA is well placed to protect its 
mind-boggling profits. 


The origin of these "super-profits" is the 
proliferation of pharmaceutical discoveries and the 
parallel world-wide propagation of patents. Profits 
also depend on the aptitude of the PhRMA to use 
its political leverage to block any price limitation 
and all sales of generic medicines. The 
pharmaceutical industry has notably played an 
important part in drawing up the TRIPs 
agreements on intellectual property rights. It 
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exerts increasing pressure on the American 
government to impose strict observance of the 
TRIPs, thus preventing several countries from 
having recourse to generic medicines, which would 
be far less costly for their populations. 


Pharmaceutical firms invoke as justification the 
very high costs of research into new medicinal 
products. However, there is no clear link between 
these costs and the enormous profits of the 
industry, given that a high proportion of research 
is carried out with government funds by 
laboratories like the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH). Yet this question has never been clearly 
presented to the public because of the enormous 
influence of pharmaceutical bodies on official 
policies. 


One sign of the permeability of the partition 
between the pharmaceutical industry and the 
Bush administration is that this latter includes 
several former directors of pharmaceutical firms. 
As the democrat representative Sherrod Brown 
wrote, "The PhRMA doesn't need to lobby: it's 
already in the White House." It is also very well 
represented in Congress: for instance the very 
conservative Orrin Hash, main beneficiary after 
George Bush of PhRMA favours in the recent 
elections, is president of the Senate Judiciary 
Commission, and thus well placed to arbitrate in 
controversies over patents. 


4) Protest movements of Indians in Ecuador 


The Movement of Indigenous Peoples of Ecuador, 
which paralyzed the country for two weeks, ended 
on February 7, when President Gustavo Noboa 
agreed to a deal including a drop in fuel prices 
(affecting transport and domestic consumption), 
which was one of the main demands of the 
protesters. In the course of the protest, six 
people were killed and several dozen wounded by 
the forces of order. In Ecuador, there are 3.5 
million indigenous people for a total population of 
12.4 millions. Their main political mouthpiece is 
the Pachakutik movement. According to Antonio 
Vargas, the President of CONAIE (Confederation of 
indigenous nationalities of Ecuador), the 
advantages secured by the agreement are "just a 
step on the way, and don't put an end to the 
poverty and exclusion of millions of Ecuadorians." 
After the signature of the pact, the 6000 
indigenous people who had organized a march on 
Quito from different provinces paraded through 
the capital, joined by thousands of people from 
different social horizons. Over and above the 
actual victory, the success of the protest says 


much for the vitality of the indigenous movement 
in Ecuador, and its ability to think in unitary terms 
at the national level. 


5) Europe engineers the return of GMOs under the 
pretext of consumer protection 


The European Parliament recently adopted with a 
large majority a_ directive "concerning the 
volontary dissemination of genetically modified 
organisms in the environment.’ 


This text provides for more stringent conditions for 
growing and marketing genetically modified 
plants. The Commission hopes it will reassure 
European consumers hostile to the presence of 
GMOs in fields and in food - while, at the same 
time, removing obstacles hindering the long-term 
implantation of biotechnologies in Europe. The 
French Confederation of Grain Producers, the 
National Inter-Professional Group of Grain 
Producers and the Union of Plant Protection 
Industries - all professions financially interested in 
the development of GMOs - made no mistake. 
They at once published a communiqué expressing 
satisfaction in advance that "the definitive 
adoption of the directive will restore consumer 
confidence." And demanding that "the European 
and national authorities make haste to draw up a 
schedule and modalities for lifting the moratorium 
on marketing new genetically modified plants, so 
as not to endanger European economic and 
scientific competitivity in the _ field = of 
biotechnologies applied to food and agriculture." 


Since June 1999, six European Union countries, 
including France, have been observing a 
moratorium on new varieties of GMOs. At the 
time, the mounting opposition of public opinion to 
transgenic plants and foodstuffs was so strong 
that governments preferred to suspend any new 
issue of licences. 


The European Commission expressed the hope 
that this quarantine period would come to an end 
"as soon as possible". But France, anticipating 
this demand on the part of the Commission, in 
advance _re-affirmed its attachment to the 
moratorium, judging that the guarantees provided 
in the directive were too vague to completely 
reassure consumers. In fact, up to now, members 
of parliament have only reached agreement on 
one point: the keeping of "public registers". In 
future, all cultivation of GMOs, whether for sale or 
research, must be noted in a register and 
communicated to the public. (Up to now, France 
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has always refused requests by associations for 
access to lists of GMO cultivation trials). 
Work group "International Treaties", 
omc.marseille@attac. org 





The world must slow down its 
destructors, the poverty traders. 


By Kevin Wakkins. 


They start destroying again. One year after the 
world trade Seattle talks failure, well organised 
trained groups tear the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) apart without mercy. If no_ firm 
arrangement are taken, there is a real danger 
they cause the collapse of the regulated trading 
system and destroy the efforts made to reduce 
poverty and global inequality. 


The destructors don’t come from the ever growing 
protest movement against globalisation and the 
WTO. They are the world richest country 
governments still exercising their power in order 
to subordinate the WTO to their national interest 
and to corporate profit regardless of the cost for 
the poorest countries, public healthcare and 
environment. 


Media in Seattle, Prague and to a certain extend 
Nice, have focused on the street demonstration of 
a handful of masked “globalophobes” voicing their 
contempt for Mc Donald’s windows. But the true 
battle was fought hidden from the cameras, when 
the developing countries fought the misuse of the 
system by the northern countries government. 
When the poorest countries were told to open 
their market, the richest countries maintained 
their protectionism, especially in sectors such as 
textile and farming. The WTO authority, arbiter of 
the globalisation, is now reaching new shores such 
as copyright. The negotiation process proceeded 
in an anti-democratic manner, the richest country 
preparing beforehand their agreements in secret. 


Seattle 1999 real catastrophe is born from the 
United States and European failure to face those 
preoccupations. 


Last month, the European trade executive, Pascal 
Lamy, declared it was time for the European 
Community to review its position on world trading 
in the case of a new multilateral roundtable talks. 


There was no mention of the reforms the United 
Kingdom and other countries had thought 


essential for the WTO to become more democratic 
and transparent. 


The joke goes on. Let’s take protectionism. 


Each year the developing countries are loosing 
700 billion dollars due to the rich country 
commercial barriers: for each dollar coming from 
subvention or debt reduction, the poor countries 
are loosing 14 dollars because of the commercial 
barriers. The reduction of these barriers would 
create job and free millions of people from 
poverty. 


Unfortunately the  post-Seattle report is 
overwhelming. The industrialised countries have 
promised to ease their market access to 48 
developing countries representing 12% of the 
global population and only 0.5% of trade. One 
year later, nothing have been done. 


The poorest countries exporting goods to 
industrialised countries are taxed four time higher 
than rich countries goods. 


Industrialised countries have promised to stop 
textile importation restrictions, the 3rd most 
exported good in the world, but less than 10% of 
these restrictions have been lifted. 


Agriculture is the sector where this double regime 
is the most established. Northern American 
negotiators praise the farming products “balanced 
playground”, but the industrialised countries have 
spend more than 240 billions dollars in subvention 
for their intensive farming, fatal for the 
environment, the US “Free Traders” have also 
raised their farming subvention last year. The 
poorest countries lose their export markets and 
the rural area are been destroyed on a big scale 
because millions of farmers in Africa, Asia and 
South America cannot compete with backed 
farming. The subsequent loss of food self- 
sufficiency makes a good news for the large agro- 
exporters companies dictating North American 
trading policy, but it makes a very bad news for 
the struggle against poverty. The US rejected the 
proposition arguing it would cause markets 
distortion. In effect, the WTO is used to reinforce 
the US trading interest against basic human 
rights. The same principle applies for the WTO 
licence regulation issued by the pharmaceutical 
giants lobbying campaign. The regulation has 
extended the time and geography of the licences 
protection and refuses other companies claim with 
a threat of trading sanction by the WTO. One of 
the consequences is that countries with a solid 
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pharmaceutical industry for generic products won't 
be able to produce cheap copies of patented 
products to provide for low income population any 
longer. Those industries are able to produce HIV 
and AIDS treatments for less than a twentieth of 
their licensed equivalent market price, providing a 
crucial help for millions of diseased. India and 
Egypt have asked for some time to adapt to this 
new rules. The American Pharmaceutical 
Manufacturers Association has appealed for 
sanctions against these two countries and the US 
Trading Office has already started the process. At 
a time where the poorest country public health is 
at stake with new diseases or variants of already 
known deadly drug resistant pathologies such as 


diarrhoea, measles and pneumonia, the corporate 
induced WTO rules enforced by the Northern 
governments will deprive millions of poor people 
from access to essential drugs, causing large scale 
suffering and premature death. 


We desperately need a global governing system 
taking care of people before corporate profit and 
allowing a fair sharing of globalisation benefits. 


First published in the Correo Informativo 76 
informativo@attac.org 

Translation: Michel Castaignet, 
translator coorditrad@attac.org 
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